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Introduction
It has been recognised for many years that social background is an important determinant of education (Nam & Folger, 1965; Sewell & Hauser, 1975; Hauser & Sewell, 1986; Corcoran et al., 1976; Mare, 1979; 1980) . 1 Finland is no exception (Kivinen et al., 1990; Kivinen, 1996; Kivinen & Rinne, 1996) . In 1995, 59% of 20-24-year-olds with a father having an education above upper secondary level were continuing their studies, as compared to 39% for those with a father with upper secondary education and 31% for those with a father with an education below upper secondary level (Haven, 1999, pp. 146-147) . This seems to contradict a central objective of the Finnish education policy, which is to provide equal opportunities for all, irrespective of economic situation, gender and mother tongue (Ranta, 1998) .
The fourth Finnish school doctrine emphasised equality of educational opportunity, especially with regard to social and regional background (Kivinen, 1988; Lampinen, 1998) . In line with these objectives and because of parents' increasing desire to educate their children, the education system was reformed between 1972 and 1977. Previously, compulsory education was provided in seven-year folk schools. After four years of folk school, pupils entered secondary school. Whereas the folk school was totally free of charge, a fee had to be paid by those attending secondary schools. Secondary education was divided into five-year lower and three-year upper secondary school. Success in an upper secondary school examination was, and still is, a prerequisite for entry to university and other tertiary level education. Those who went through the whole (seven-year) folk school could enter certain vocational schools, whereas those with lower secondary education could continue in higher-level vocational schools. Nearly all upper secondary schools and most lower secondary schools were located in cities.
The reform combined the folk school and the lower secondary school into nine-year compulsory education. This had some very important consequences for further education. Compulsory school was made common and free for everyone. Upper secondary (general) schools are now financed by the State and several new ones have been founded in rural areas. School career choice is now postponed. In the previous system, one had to know at age 11 if one was aiming at tertiary level education. In the new system, this choice is not made before the age of 16.
In the light of this, we want to study whether there are any indications of a diminishing effect of social and regional background on education, especially following the reform. Previous research (Mare, 1979) has shown that there are declining background effects from lower to higher education levels. With this in mind, we focus on upper secondary general education and tertiary level education. Those who entered the school system before the reform are compared with those who entered after the reform.
Finland is officially a bilingual country in which Finnish and Swedish speakers are guaranteed equal constitutional rights. Hence, there are two parallel education systems up to upper secondary level, with the same curriculum, but with instruction in each language. There are also schools in several fields at tertiary level for the Swedish-speaking minority. There are more student places for the Swedish speakers than for the Finnish speakers (Statistics Finland, 1993, p. 7) . Thanks to these two systems, we can study the impact of background factors on the education propensity of two populations who live in the same area and follow a similar education system.
Swedish speakers have had a higher level of education than Finnish speakers (Finnäs, 2001, p. 59) . This could be due to their greater degree of urbanisation at national level and their generally more favourable socio-economic position. So far, very little is known about language-group differences in education propensity. We shall therefore focus on the main settlement area of the Swedish-speaking population in which Finnish speakers also live. We shall use an extract from Statistics Finland's Finnish Longitudinal Census Data File to follow cohorts from their childhood and study individual educational careers.
Data and Methods
The Finnish Longitudinal Census Data File (Statistics Finland, 1991) contains linked individual information for all residents from the censuses of 1970, 1975, 1980, 1985, 1990 and 1995. In addition to the level of education achieved and demographic variables such as year of birth (five-year intervals), gender, and place of residence, we shall also use socio-economic status, type of family and native language.
The longitudinal structure of the data makes it possible to study the effect of conditions in childhood on subsequent behaviour. In order to measure these conditions as closely as possible to the time when the strategic choices for education career were made, we use information at age 10-14. Since economically inactive persons are classified according to the socio-economic position of the head of the household, we have access to information about social background. The other background variables are also measured at this point of time. We approach the problem by constructing a sequence of two dichotomous variables (Mare, 1979; 1980) , denoting whether a person has completed upper secondary general education and tertiary level education. The population under study consequently diminishes between upper secondary level and tertiary level education. We model the propensity to have completed education at upper secondary level and tertiary level respectively, using birth cohort and social, family and regional background.
Pupils usually complete upper secondary general education at age 19. This means that, in order to know who has completed education at this level, we must study the conditions at age 20-24. We measured tertiary level education at age 25-29 so as to be able to include three cohorts (those born between 1956 and 1960, 1961 and 1965 and 1966 and 1970) in the analysis. Parallel analyses for tertiary level education at age 30-34 were also carried out, which leaves us with only the two older cohorts. According to the data, which also include cohorts born before 1956, about two-thirds of those with a tertiary level education reached this level before the age of 30. Education at age 30-34 thus provides a somewhat more detailed picture.
We restricted the data to people living in the bilingual part of Finland at age 10-14. This area consists of the 51 officially bilingual 2 or monolingual Swedish municipalities on the Western and Southern coasts, since nearly all Swedish speakers are concentrated there. 3 For the regional background variable, we attempted a number of different categorisations. One important aspect is the distinction between urban and rural areas. This is because, before the school reform, almost all upper secondary schools were in cities. Following the reform, people should have had similar possibilities to find upper secondary education, independent of their place of residence.
Originally, we also tried to use a classification according to counties. We could not, however, find any clear indications of between-county differences in education propensity. A regional context is important to separate the most urban areas, with old university traditions (Helsinki and Turku), from the others. We therefore ended up with a distinction between the Helsinki area, the Turku area, other urban areas, and rural areas (see Figure 1 ).
It should be emphasised that regional background, as well as the other background variables throughout the study refer to conditions at age 10-14 and not to those who had completed their education. Type of family makes a distinction between children who live with both parents, with only one parent and those who do not live in a family. We believe that this affects the education career. Since widows and divorced mothers previously had more difficulties in financing secondary education for their children, the impact of this factor may have led to inter-cohort changes.
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Since there are parallel education systems for each language group, Swedish speakers and Finnish speakers are analysed separately. In each case, separate models are also estimated for males and females. This is because the inter-cohort change in education propensity shows a differing pattern for each gender during the period under study (Central Statistical Office of Finland, 1988, p. 5 ).
4 Table I shows the distribution of background variables for each language group. As can be seen, the proportion of people from a farmer background is higher among Swedish speakers, whereas the propoportion from blue-collar background is higher among Finnish speakers. In addition, Swedish speakers are more likely to come from two-parent families (Finnäs, 1997) . Also, with regard to regional background there are language-group differences. Only 25% of the Swedish speakers lived in the Helsinki and Turku areas when they were 10-14 years of age, as compared to 80% of the Finnish speakers. Table II gives the percentage of people who have completed upper secondary education and tertiary level education at age 25-29 and at age 30-34, conditional on upper secondary education, by cohort, gender and native language. Men are less likely than women to have upper secondary general education. However, of those with upper secondary education, they seem to have continued to tertiary level more frequently than women. The description is for both genders, since the variable distribution for males is similar to that for females.
The overall proportion of men with upper secondary education has been slightly lower among Swedish speakers than among Finnish speakers. The opposite is true for women. For both genders, the proportion of Swedish speakers with tertiary level education has been higher than that of Finnish speakers. People born between 1956 and 1960 entered the school system before the education reform, whereas those born between 1961 and 1965 and between 1966 and 1970 entered after it. From the table, we can see that there has been a dramatic increase in the proportion of people with upper secondary education, especially among men.
The number of individuals with tertiary level education has not increased.This is an artefact of the large increase in the number of people with upper secondary education in relation to the relatively smaller increase of available tertiary-level student places. As can be seen in the footnotes of the table, there is an overall increase in the proportion of the whole cohort with tertiary level education. These findings show the need to analyse the role of social background variables on education propensity. Logistic regression models are used to quantify the effects. Since the data constitute the whole population, significance testing in a traditional sense is not meaningful. Yet ordinary tests are used. We shall therefore study how well the models used fit the population under study by determining the independent impact of each variable. in 1956-1960, 1961-1965 and 1966-1970 cohorts is 8.9, 9.0 and 12.6 for Swedishspeaking males; 7.6, 6.7 and 9.5 for Finnish-speaking males; 10.6, 12.8 and 15.3 for Swedishspeaking females; 7.9, 7.1 and 10.1 for Finnish-speaking females.
Percentage with tertiary level education at age 30-34, not conditional on upper secondary general education, in 1956-1960 and 1961-1965 cohorts is 13.0 and 14.5 for Swedish-speaking males; 12.3 and 12.2 for Finnish-speaking males; 13.8 and 17.9 for Swedish-speaking females; 11.9 and 12.0 for Finnish-speaking females.
Results
We started our analysis of upper secondary education propensity by using main effects models, calculated separately for each gender and each language group. In order to depict potential cohort effects of the background variables, we also entered two-way interactions between cohort and each of the background variables. Most of the interactions significantly improved the models, which led us to the conclusion that it would be more appropriate to estimate separate models for each cohort. The results are presented in Table III . From the table, we can see that there are strong but diminishing effects of social background on education propensity. Specifically, people from an upperlevel white-collar background have a substantially higher education propensity than those from a blue-collar background. As an example, the probability of having upper secondary education for a Finnish-speaking male born between 1966 and 1970 from a blue-collar background who lives with both parents in the Helsinki area is 0.395. The corresponding probability for a person from an upper-level white-collar background is 0.767. 5 For women, the impact of socio-economic background is somewhat less strong. The inter-cohort changes in these effects are also smaller for women than for men.
Family background is also very important. Education propensity for those living with only one or no parent is substantially lower than for those raised in two-parent families. The probability of having upper secondary education for a person with the same characteristics as above (blue-collar background), except for one-parent background, is 0.288. 6 There is no clear cohort effect for the family background variable.
There are evidently some regional differences. As expected, education propensity is higher in urban than in rural areas. Between-region differences seem to have diminished in the youngest cohort. Hence, the education reform has not had an immediate impact on education propensity. Yet there also remain substantial differences in that cohort, except for Finnish-speaking females.
For Swedish speakers, education propensity is highest in the Helsinki area. For Finnish speakers, the regional differences are smaller than for Swedish speakers.
The constant in each model gives the general level of education propensity. We can see that education propensity is higher for Swedish speakers than for Finnish speakers in the Helsinki area. A similar pattern is found for the Turku area, whereas there are practically no language-group differences in other urban areas, nor in rural areas. We interpret this as an indication that, with regard to education traditions, the Swedish-speaking population in the Helsinki and Turku areas is different from Swedish speakers living in other parts of the bilingual area.
An important conclusion of our analysis is that there are striking similarities between Swedish and Finnish speakers with regard to the effect of socio-economic and family background on education propensity. Considering that the two language groups follow the similar basic structure of the education system, this is perhaps not very surprising. As such, these findings support the important role of social background on education. The negative impact of a farmer background on upper secondary education propensity for Swedish-speaking men in the youngest cohort may be due to traditionally strong 'ties to the land'.
The overall education propensity of women is higher than that of men.Yet differences between genders in the effect of background variables are very small. -4,884 -5,017 -5,767 -17,641 -21,104 -22,155 -5,317 -5,605 -5,587 -18,605 -21,843 -21,150 Cox For completed tertiary level education, we proceeded with the analysis in the same way as above. However, since there were no indications of inter-cohort changes in the effects of background variables on education propensity, we did not have to estimate different models for each cohort, nor include interaction terms between birth cohort and each background variable. Table IV is consequently for pooled birth cohorts, where a variable representing birth cohort is included to depict the overall inter-cohort change in education propensity. -5,999 -19,908 -7,351 -21,139 -3,820 -14,777 -4,639 -15 The estimates refer to unexponentiated coefficients. Standard errors are in parentheses.
As suggested in Table II , there has been an overall decrease in education propensity in the two younger cohorts, especially for those born between 1961 and 1965. This can only to a limited extent be explained by a slower graduation rate because there is also a strong negative effect for education at age 30-34. The decrease should therefore be attributed to tighter competition for student places at universities and (or) a higher drop-out rate (Haven, 1999, pp. 63-65) . 7 The impact of socio-economic and family background variables are similar in pattern but, as expected, less strong than for upper secondary education. The relative importance of upper-level white-collar background is higher for education at age 30-34 than for education at age 25-29. This could be due to specific education choices or other individual factors, which induce a slower graduation rate for people who are 'better off'. The impact of other socio-economic categories is fairly similar between education at age 25-29 and at age 30-34.
With regard to regional differences, we can see that, especially for Finnishspeakers, tertiary level education propensity is substantially lower for those from the Helsinki area than for others. This may be explained by better labour market opportunities for the less educated, tighter competition for student places at universities, and less mobility with regard to starting university studies elsewhere (i.e. outside the metropolitan area). Thus, once rural youths have achieved upper secondary education, the propensity for tertiary level education is almost the same as for urban youths. We may also mention that, after some experiments with a more detailed classification of the regional background variable, there were some indications that, especially for Swedish-speakers, the propensity for tertiary level education is highest in the county of Pohjanmaa, i.e. the one with the youngest university tradition (the shaded area up to the left on the map in Figure 1) .
Language-group differences in tertiary level education propensity are substantial. They do not, however, differ between regions to the same extent as was the case with upper secondary education. Instead, there is an overall advantage for Swedish speakers.
There is no systematic pattern for the inter-cohort change in tertiary level education propensity. The lowest education propensity is found in the oldest cohort for Swedish-speaking females and in the middle cohort for the others.
Tertiary level education propensity of men, conditional on upper secondary education, is higher than that of women. Differences between genders in the effect of background variables are, as before, very small.
Conclusion
Our empirical analysis has shown that there is a strong impact of socio-economic and family background on education propensity. As expected, there are declining background effects from upper secondary education to tertiary level education. It is thus evident that educational selection mainly takes place at upper secondary level.
For upper secondary education, there are indications that the impact of social background has decreased over cohorts. This could be attributed to the education reform in the 1970s, which aimed at increasing equality of educational opportunity.Yet the important role of social background on education has not disappeared.
The impact of socio-economic and family background is very similar between Swedish speakers and Finnish speakers. Considering that both follow a similar basic educational structure, this is to be expected. But there is some evidence that Swedish and Finnish speakers have different lifestyles. Swedish speakers experience greater marital stability, lower unemployment rates, better health, and a higher life expectancy than Finnish speakers living in the same area (Finnäs, 1997; Saarela & Finnäs, 2003; Hyyppä & Mäki, 2001; Valkonen, 1982; Martelin, 1994) . Hence, one would perhaps also expect some difference with regard to education behaviour, but this does not seem to be the case. In the Helsinki and Turku areas, Swedish speakers have a higher upper secondary education propensity. No such disparities can be found in the other urban and rural areas.
Swedish speakers are more likely to have completed tertiary level education. An obvious reason is that the number of student places is higher for them. It is, however, interesting to note that there seems to be language-group differences in the attitudes towards tertiary level education. We have used a supportive dataset that is part of the survey Kouluterveys (Health in Schools) carried out by the Finnish National Research and Development Centre for Welfare and Health (Stakes) to have a detailed picture of schoolchildren's health, lifestyles and working environment, but it also included questions about their plans for future education. The dataset we used represents all schoolchildren at eighth and ninth grade of elementary school in the province of Vaasa (the shaded and non-shaded parts of the large region on top of the map in Figure 1 ) in 1997. Based on this dataset, we could see that, when verifying a number of background variables such as the education level of the father, there was practically no language-group difference in intentions to begin upper secondary education. The language-group difference in odds for reporting intentions to start university studies turned out to be about 30%. This may be compared with a language-group difference of about 32% in tertiary level education propensity for males, and 58% for females, calculated for the reference individual in the present data. 8 It is thus fairly evident that Swedish speakers seem to be more motivated to begin tertiary level studies. This could be because they know that it is relatively easy for them to obtain a student place.
Finally, it should be stressed that we have only been concerned with completed education, not with admission selections or drop-outs. Since the competition for tertiary level education places is tighter for Finnish speakers than for Swedish speakers, one could argue that the quality of the output (i.e. of those completing education) is higher amongst the former.
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NOTES
1. The effect may be regarded as indirect, working through mental ability, grades and financial factors, as well as through the selective influences of peers, parents and teachers (Nam & Folger, 1965; Mare, 1980) . 2. A municipality is classified as bilingual if the minority exceeds 8% or 3,000 inhabitants.
